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[bookmark: _Toc483835946]Abstract:
Youth growing up in foster care tend to have poorer outcomes after reaching adulthood than youth in the general population, such as lower educational attainment, lower rates of employment, and more mental/emotional health difficulties than their peers. Although several factors have been suggested to explain this difference in outcomes, most studies have focused on youth’s negative experiences in-care as being the determinant factor. My study adopted an alternative approach and focused on youth who have had positive experiences during care, in hopes of learning from their experience.

Using grounded theory methodology anchored within a life course perspective, this study explored how some youth developed a sense of belonging and what impact this had on their transition to adulthood. Each of the four young adults who participated in this studied shared their experiences of growing up in foster care and the impact this had on their transition to adulthood. 

The findings emphasized the importance of a sense of belonging to creating positive outcomes for young adults during their transition to adulthood. Five categories emerged from the data: “lack of control”, “realizing a stable, loving, and secure home”, “navigating multiple attachments”, “gaining a sense of belonging”, and “successful transition to adulthood”. These findings suggest that gaining a sense of belonging may be foundational to a successful transition to adulthood, especially when success is defined in terms of interdependence rather than independence.
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[bookmark: _Toc483835948]Background:
For the past 13 years, I have supervised a team of social workers in a medium-sized Children’s Aid Society in southwestern Ontario. My team serves children and youth that are in the permanent care of the children’s aid society. In legal terms, these children and youth are “wards of the crown” and the province acts as their parent/guardian through the agency of local children’s aid societies. Although commonly referred to as ‘crown wards’, this term has been criticized recently by those it describes, for reducing them to a label based solely on their relationship to the state (Youth Leaving Care Hearings, 2012). Instead, the preferred term is ‘children and youth with crown ward status’.
Services to children in Ontario tend to alternate between a child welfare model and a child protection model, with the level of state intrusiveness being likened to a pendulum that swings back and forth from less-intrusive to more-intrusive (Dumbrill, 2006). At the start of my career in 1998, the pendulum had swung decisively towards child protection with the focus being firmly on child safety, resulting in increased levels of intrusiveness under the new child welfare Reform Agenda (OACAS, 2011). From 1998 to 2003, the number of child abuse and neglect investigations conducted in Ontario increased 47 per cent, expanding from an estimated 56,205 investigations in 1998 to 82,534 in 2003 (OACAS, 2003). Over two thirds of investigations involved families with previous child welfare contact (Farris-Manning & Zandstra, 2003). This increased number of investigations has been attributed to the broadened definition of the grounds for protection, specifically to include domestic violence and risk of emotional maltreatment (Fallon et al., 2005), and the implementation of a forensics-based child safety-focused investigation and risk assessment model that resulted in a higher proportion of caseloads being labeled “high-risk” (Farris-Manning & Zandstra, 2003). Not surprisingly, the number of children in care also increased dramatically, from 11,260 in 1998 (OACAS, 1999) to 19,105 in 2004 at the peak of child welfare Reform (OACAS, 2005). Given there were only 5,264 foster homes available or in use as of April 1, 1998 (OACAS, 1999), the increased number of children coming into care necessitated a corresponding increase in the number of foster homes. Children’s Aid Societies accomplished this through various recruitment campaigns, and many of the people that came forward, at least in my agency, were recruited through local churches. In 2005, the number of foster homes available or in use reached its peak, at 8,004 (OACAS, 2006).
Although many factors contributed to the almost unprecedented increase of child protection intrusiveness, its basis was an underlying fear that biological families were not a safe place, and children needed to be removed in order to be protected (Dumbrill, 2006). This became the dominant child protection paradigm for workers, management, the Ministry, the judiciary, and the media. Other alternatives, such as placement with relatives, were deemed too risky and were rarely considered in cases where workers believed it was too dangerous for children to return home. Simultaneously, there was a reluctance to completely sever ties to biological parents, and an incongruous situation developed where parents and extended families were deemed worthy of maintaining some connection (albeit in most cases limited to quarterly visits) to their children, but were seen as being not good enough to parent on a permanent basis. As parents retained access rights, children and youth who were made crown wards with access were ineligible for adoption (Ontario, 1990), and ‘long term foster care’ became their permanency plan. In 1999, there were 5,200 children and youth with crown ward status (Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, 2000) but by 2007, that number had increased to 9, 472. Almost three-quarters were crown wards with access (OACAS, 2011). Each of the youth in my study is part of this group of children that entered care during the Reform Agenda. 
In 2006, the pendulum swung yet again, with the implementation of the Transformation Agenda and its family-centred, more supportive approach to child protection (OACAS, 2011). Under Transformation, the number of children and youth with crown ward status has steadily declined, to 6,106 in 2015 (OACAS, 2016a). In my own agency, practice has changed and it is now rare to have an application for crown wardship with access. Instead, practice is directed more towards family reunification, placement with extended family through informal out-of-care arrangements (e.g. kinservice) or adoption/guardianship. Consequently, the number of children and youth with crown ward status is declining as youth turn 21 and leave the system, and fewer children are being made crown wards with access.

[bookmark: _Toc483835949]Introduction:
In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle asserts, “It is possible to fail in many ways...while to succeed is possible only in one way (Aristotle, trans. 1908, I)”. Tolstoy expresses a similar sentiment in Anna Karenina: “Happy families are all alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way” (Tolstoy, 1877, p. 1). These assertions suggest that if one desires a particular outcome, it is most useful to study instances where that outcome has been achieved, and consider what factors contributed to it. Although an alternative approach is to look at instances where the outcome was not achieved and consider the factors responsible, this only suggests what is to be avoided, rather than what should be done to achieve the outcome. 
In the child protection system, children are often removed from their families as a result of neglect and/or abuse precipitated by unstable and unpredictable living conditions. They are brought into foster care in hopes that placement in care will compensate them developmentally for the chaotic nature of their parental homes (Egelund & Vitus, 2009).  Despite these good intentions, the foster care system has largely been unable to deliver on its promise of good outcomes for every child brought into care. In particular, the foster care system struggles to ensure that each youth leaving care has a sense of belonging. A great deal of the research on youth’s sense of belonging in foster care has focused on situations where a sense of belonging has not happened, in attempts to analyze the youth, foster parent, and/or system ‘failures’ that are responsible. Less attention has been given to those situations where a sense of belonging has occurred. 
[bookmark: ProblemswithFC]Using grounded theory methodology anchored within a life course perspective, my study will explore how some youth develop a sense of belonging and what impact this has on their transition to adulthood. Developing a better understanding of the path that led to this success may lead to greater opportunity for early identification and more effective interventions for youth at the individual level, and may suggest structural or systemic changes that could improve outcomes overall for this population.

[bookmark: _Toc483835950]Literature Review:
[bookmark: Introduction]In an ideal world, children who could not remain with their birth parents would be welcomed into a surrogate family who would meet their developmental needs for safety and security, identity, and continuity, and provide a home for them until it was no longer needed. Unfortunately, the child welfare system is less than ideal and children are often placed in families that cannot meet their developmental needs and are unable to provide a lasting home. Understanding the dynamics of how this occurs is helpful in framing a further discussion of belonging 
In their seminal work on permanency in foster care, Fein & Maluccio (1984) describe several obvious problems of the foster care system (such as physical, sexual, or emotional abuse), and some more subtle but equally damaging problems (such as the stigmatization a foster child feels in ‘normal society’, repeated moves from foster home to foster home, and the ‘drift’ of children who remain in care for many years without a sense of belonging to a family). In fact, placement instability is such a widespread problem in foster care that Egelund & Vitus (2009) commented: 
Instability is not the regrettable exception to a predominant rule of stability. Rather, unstable placement patterns seem to be inherent in the out-of-home care phenomenon itself (p. 45) 
Instability is endemic to the foster care system. Its prevalence is concerning as it has been identified as a factor that is significantly related to negative outcomes for children (Unrau, 2008). 
[bookmark: Disruption][bookmark: _Toc483835951]Disruption and Breakdown
[bookmark: Disruptionintrans]At the core of placement instability lie the interchangeable concepts of ‘disruption’ and ‘breakdown’. Both terms generally refer to any unplanned (i.e. not planned by the Children’s Aid Society) termination of a foster placement, whether initiated by the child, her or his parents, the foster parents, or the Children’s Aid Society (Egelund & Vitus, 2009). 
[bookmark: Outcomes]Although disruption can occur at any age or at any time in the placement trajectory, it is particularly worrisome when it occurs during mid to late adolescence as youth-in-care prepare for the transition to adulthood. Disruption during the transition to adulthood leads to a lack of social supports and a loss of connected relationships, and foster youth with histories of placement instability may be less likely to have developed coping skills and self-competence necessary to achieve self-sufficiency (T. Stott & Gustavsson, 2010, p. 620).  Simple questions that most youth growing up in their biological families take for granted; like where to stay when their university residence closes for Christmas; can be insurmountable obstacles to youth-in-care trying to become independent without a stable placement or a place to call home. 
[bookmark: Added]While most researchers agree on which form of placement disrupts most frequently, there is less agreement concerning the causes of disruption for adolescents. Four sets of factors have generally been hypothesized to cause disruption: those related to the adolescent, those related to the biological parents, those related to the foster family/foster home environment and those related to the Children’s Aid Society (Egelund & Vitus, 2009). 
Adolescent-specific factors, for example behavioural issues, emotional problems, gender, history of physical/sexual abuse, and/or reaction-formation, have received the most attention in the literature, having been examined in all studies of disruption of care (Egelund & Vitus, 2009). This reflects a focus on the adolescent as being the cause of the disruption, either overtly, for example by running away or covertly due to his/her personal characteristics. Several researchers have found that an adolescent’s difficult behaviour is associated with disruption (Aarons et al., 2010; James, 2004; Knorth, Knot-Dickscheit, & Strijker, 2008; Sinclair & Wilson, 2003), however, there is some disagreement about whether behaviour problems lead to disruption or whether disruption leads to behaviour problems (Aarons et al., 2010). The role of anti-social behaviour (i.e. criminal or violent conduct, alcohol and drug use) in disruption is also contested. Although most studies have found antisocial behaviour to be a clear predictor of potential disruption (Barth et al., 2007; Sallnäs, Vinnerljung, & Kyhle Westermark, 2004), some have found no such link (Egelund & Vitus, 2009). Other studies have found a link between disruption in care and adolescents who have run away from their parental homes or who have been thrown out by parents on several occasions (Sallnäs et al., 2004). In addition, a strong correlation has also been found between disruption and an adolescent’s mental health problems (Egelund & Vitus, 2009; Sallnäs et al., 2004). Other researchers such as Urua (2008) have suggested that a youth’s individual characteristics such as behaviour and/or mental health problems may be the result of disruption rather than the cause, and that once a cycle of disrupted placements begins, youth-in-care may become distrustful of relationships and emotionally distance themselves from others. This ‘emotional closure’ creates a sense of distance where both the youth-in-care and the foster family view the youth as being a separate from the family (T. Stott & Gustavsson, 2010).
Factors relating to the adolescent’s biological parents, specifically the impact of ongoing contacts between the youth-in-care and biological parents, have also been studied, albeit to a lesser extent than individual youth factors. The relationship between continuation of child–parent contact and disruption is uncertain - some studies do not find a correlation between the two, while others argue that contact actually reduces disruption for adolescents (Egelund & Vitus, 2009).
The relationship between disruption and the foster family/foster home environment has been examined in a number of studies. Factors such as the foster parent – foster youth relationship, and the relationship between the foster youth and the foster family’s children are associated with disruption (Brown & Bednar, 2006). Specifically, when the relationships are poor and there is little commitment to the youth, the negative effects of behavioural or emotional problems are exacerbated. Conversely, a positive relationship and high degree of commitment mitigate the negative effects of behavioural or emotional problems on disruption. In a follow-up qualitative study of foster parents, Brown (2008) found that, irrespective of a youth’s personal characteristics, foster parents reported they would disrupt a placement if there were problems dealing with the Society, their personal circumstances changed, their own health deteriorated, or there was insufficient external supports.
Factors related to the Children’s Aid Society and the case work process, specifically the role that the Society’s policies, procedures, and workers play in disruption, have generally received little attention (Egelund & Vitus, 2009). There is some indication that staff turnover, leading to changes in social workers, triples the likelihood that a placement will disrupt, and that the majority of all disruptions are CAS and casework related (Egelund & Vitus, 2009). This suggests that disruption among adolescents in long-term foster placements is not caused by the youth as much as it is caused by the system itself.
Several gaps in the research on disruption are apparent, particularly concerning long-term placement disruption for adolescents. First, the literature on disruption primarily focuses on the stability rates of children and youth-in-care for 18 months or less (T. Stott & Gustavsson, 2010) meaning that youth in longer duration placements are typically excluded. Second, much of the literature on disruption has been based on quantitative research taken from administrative data collected by child protection agencies and government sources. This administrative data represents the perspectives of the child protection workers and the child protection system. The perspective of other actors such as the foster parents, and most importantly the youth, are often not taken into account. On the occasion that these perspectives are presented, they are often as an ‘added-on’ qualitative study that supplements the ‘real’ quantitative study, and are subsequently dis-counted. As a result, disruption, which is a complex and complicated phenomenon involving a host of inter-related and interconnected processes (Sallnäs et al., 2004), becomes over-simplified, leading the proposed solutions to be over-simplified as well. For example if one sees disruption as being caused primarily by a youth’s challenging behaviour, the solution then would be to ‘fix’ the youth through therapy, a suggestion which has been made in various studies (Aarons et al., 2010; Sinclair & Wilson, 2003). There is a need for more qualitative studies of disruption, in which youth-in-care and foster parents can give voice to their perspectives, so that the process can be better understood. A final gap in the research on disruption has to do with the methodological approach taken by most of the researchers. In general, a great deal of effort has been put into answering the question “why does disruption occur?” By discovering the truth behind disruption, researchers hope to be able to predict when disruption is likely to occur and to ultimately prevent it. This narrow focus on disruption prevention ignores the possibility that disruption means different things to different people and that sometimes it can be a good thing, particularly when the quality of the relationship between the youth and foster parents is poor, and there is no sense of commitment or belonging. If neither the youth-in-care nor the foster parents are willing to maintain a relationship into the youth’s adulthood and provide consistent support and assistance similar to that which youth not-in-care receive from their parents, stability in care is irrelevant. If what youth-in-care really want and need are “enduring and meaningful interpersonal relationships . . . that remain in their lives over some time, even post-care [i.e. a sense of belonging]” (Snow, 2008, p. 1296) then research should be focused on whether these relationships are being grown, and how the current foster care system could encourage and support this growth. This focus transcends the current dialog around disruption and takes the research into an entirely different dimension; one where the voices of youth are critical and central.
[bookmark: _Toc483835952]Outcomes for Youth Leaving Care
After more than 25 years of research, outcome studies on youth leaving care have consistently shown that these youth do poorly across multiple indicators of well-being, compared to their peers in the general population. Youth leaving care tend to have a lower educational attainment (Barth, 1990; Brandford, 2002; Cook, 1994; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Mech & Clark, 2003; Reilly, 2003; Williams, Pope, Sirles, & Lally, 2005; Hughes et al., 2008; T. C. Stott, 2009), are more likely to be under-employed or unemployed (Barth, 1990; Cook, 1994; Mark E. Courtney, Piliavin, Grogan-Kaylor, & Nesmith, 2001; Mech & Clark, 2003; Reilly, 2003; Brandford, 2002; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Williams et al., 2005; Hughes et al., 2008; T. C. Stott, 2009), experience greater financial hardship and reliance on financial assistance (Barth, 1990; Cook, 1994; Mark E. Courtney et al., 2001; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Mech & Clark, 2003; Reilly, 2003; Williams et al., 2005), and have higher rates of homelessness (Barth, 1990; Cook, 1994; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Hughes et al., 2008; Reilly, 2003; T. C. Stott, 2009; Williams et al., 2005). Youth leaving care have also been found to have higher rates of criminal activity (Barth, 1990; Brandford, 2002; Mark E. Courtney et al., 2001; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Hughes et al., 2008; Reilly, 2003; Williams et al., 2005), greater use of illegal/illicit substances (Barth, 1990; Brandford, 2002; Hughes et al., 2008), become parents at an earlier age (Barth, 1990; Brandford, 2002; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Hughes et al., 2008; Mech & Clark, 2003; Reilly, 2003; T. C. Stott, 2009; Williams et al., 2005), and experience mental health problems (Barth, 1990; Mark E. Courtney et al., 2001; M.E. Courtney et al., 2007; Reilly, 2003; T. C. Stott, 2009; Williams et al., 2005). Although these studies are from the United States population, studies in Canada and internationally have found similar results (Murray & Goddard, 2014; Stein, 2006; University of Victoria, School of Social Work, Research Intitiatives for Social Change Unit, & Rutman, 2007). For example, in Ontario, only 44% of youth in and from care graduate from high school compared to 82 per cent of the general population (Youth Leaving Care Working Group, 2013). In addition, they are over-represented in the youth criminal justice system, and are more likely to experience homelessness (Youth Leaving Care Working Group, 2013). 
[bookmark: GroupsofYLC]However, it would be erroneous to characterize youth leaving care as being one homogeneous group. Not every youth leaving care struggles, and some youth do as well or better than other youth in the general population. Indeed, various researchers have identified distinctive profiles of adolescents aging out of care. Although the number of subgroups and their characteristics vary from study to study, in general youth leaving care can be separated into three groups. The first group, characterized by Stein (2008) as young people ‘moving on’ from care, is composed of youth that are generally doing well and comprises an estimated 4 out of every 10 youth leaving care (Berzin, 2010). These youth have experienced very little disruption during their time in care, instead having had a high degree of stability and continuity. They are most likely to have lived in a kinship home (i.e. placed with extended family) and to feel close to at least one relative. They have had some educational success and have enjoyed ‘normative life experiences’ such as participating in post-secondary education or being employed in a job which they enjoy. They have low levels of problem behaviours and have varied social supports and personal connections. (Berzin, 2010; Stein, 2008). The second group, characterized by Stein (2008) as ‘surviving’, is made up of youth that are just getting by. These youth are estimated to represent about 2 out of every 10 youth leaving care (Berzin, 2010). They have predominately lived in traditional, non-relative foster homes and have experienced some disruption during their time in care, having changed foster homes between two to four times (Keller, Cusick, & Courtney, 2007). They tend to leave care quicker and with less preparation, often following a breakdown. They are more likely to experience continued instability following care including homelessness and relationship problems. They tend to see themselves as tough, independent, and self-sufficient for having survived the obstacles they have faced. This group is likely to ask for and benefit from supports following discharge, such as help with accommodations and finances (Berzin, 2010; Stein, 2008). The third group is composed of youth that are doing poorly, making up an estimated 4 out of 10 youth leaving care (Berzin, 2010). Stein (2008) characterizes this group as ‘victims’. They are the most disadvantaged group with the most damaging pre-care experience. During their time in care, they experienced many placement changes and/or a high frequency of running behavior, contributing to disruptions in personal relationships. They are likely to leave care earlier, often following placement breakdown. They have a high rate of problem behavior, poor employment rates, and less academic success. They have a high degree of social alienation, loneliness, and isolation. 
[bookmark: LinkoutcometoSOB][bookmark: _Toc483835953]Permanency
[bookmark: Defnperm]As indicated above, one of the key variables between the three groups of youth transitioning to adulthood is their experience of stability and permanency while in care. It is an experience that disappointingly varies widely from youth to youth, despite permanency being one of the principal goals of child welfare in Ontario since the 1980s (OACAS, 2016b). The Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies (2016c) defines permanency as: 
an enduring family relationship that is safe and meant to last a lifetime; offers the legal rights and social status of full family membership; the child or youth has a sense of belonging and affiliation to a family/extended family with significant community connections and provides for physical, emotional, social, cognitive and spiritual well-being.
[bookmark: Variationsofperm]The definition above reflects the two variations of permanency that have evolved in the child welfare field. The first is legal permanency. This is the original conceptualization of permanency and reflects the view that every child deserves to have a ‘forever’ or permanent life-time family which can exclusively be realized through adoption, guardianship, or family reunification, as obtained through formal legal sanction (i.e. court order) (Barth, 1999). This form of permanency is legally binding, and although legal permanence may break down over time, it arguably provides greater stability and better protection of children’s rights. The legal definition of permanency has historically been given privilege in both Canadian and United States child welfare legislation, such as the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA). Due to this mandate, its use as a performance indicator as well as the fact that it is an objective measure and can be easily pulled from administrative records and quantified, legal permanency has received a great deal of attention in the scientific literature. Unsurprisingly, many studies of legal permanency are quantitative and rely on large-scale sampling, often at a district or state-wide level (Schofield, Thoburn, Howell, & Dickens, 2007) . 
[bookmark: Emoperm]The alternative conceptualization of permanency is emotional permanency. This definition of permanency evolved in reaction to concerns that focusing solely on legal permanency, specifically adoption and guardianship, led to rigidity in case planning and ignored a child’s connection to his or her biological family and cultural identity (Fein & Maluccio, 1992). Emotional permanency refers to the child’s sense of permanency. This represents a more inclusive approach as permanency may take place in the context of adoption, guardianship, re-unification with birth parents, long-term foster care, or some other stable continuous placement. In this definition, the ‘setting’ for permanency is of less importance that the child’s perception of it. Due to its subjective nature and the fact that it is not easily assessable in administrative records, emotional permanency does not lend itself as readily to quantitative study. Emotional permanency has been conceptualized as consisting of two dimensions: ‘felt’ security/sense of belonging, and the presence and quality of supportive relationships.
[bookmark: Feltsecurity][bookmark: _Toc483835954]Felt Security/Sense of Belonging
Research on ‘felt’ security/sense of belonging as a measure of permanency with youth at its most basic level seeks to understand why some children and youth in care and after care have relatively good outcomes despite difficult prior life experiences, while others struggle and do so poorly. Corollary questions include whether long-term foster care can meet a youth’s needs for emotional security and permanency during their time in care and beyond (Cashmore, 2006; Christiansen, Havnen, Havik, & Anderssen, 2012; Frey, Cushing, Freundlich, & Brenner, 2008; Schofield, 2002), what influence the biological family, foster family, and the youth perspective of ‘family’ have on the youth’s ‘felt’ security and sense of belonging vis a vis permanency (Ellingsen, 2011; Hedin, 2012; Merritt & Franke, 2010; T. Stott & Gustavsson, 2010), and what link exists between ‘felt’ security and post-care outcomes. These questions are central to child welfare given that regardless of initiatives to increase legal permanency; there will continue to be a need for long-term foster care, with either kin or non-relatives, to provide placements for those youth where adoption or guardianship is not an option. In these situations, the child welfare system has an obligation to ensure a satisfying, stable, long-term family- setting for each child. 
The concept of ‘felt’ security is derived from attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969). ‘Felt’ security develops from a youth experiencing predictable, sensitive care that addresses physical, social, intellectual, identity, and emotional needs, and results in a youth feeling valued for their entire self, and that they are loved unconditionally (Schofield, 2002). As adults, youth that have experienced ‘felt’ security tend to perceive themselves as worthy of care and to perceive others as responsive and trustworthy (Frey et al., 2008).  Several feelings and behaviours have been suggested as indicators of ‘felt’ security – such as a youth feeling that the foster parents want to talk when something important happens, or that the foster parent is someone they feel close to or with whom they enjoy spending time. ‘Felt’ security is frequently used as an indicator of relationship quality in the research (Frey et al., 2008; Merritt & Franke, 2010; Schofield, 2002).  For example, Frey (2008) describes thirteen items that relate to the emotional quality of the relationship for the youth and for foster parents. The presence of these indicators suggests a greater level of ‘felt’ security.
[bookmark: SoB]A youth’s sense of belonging is closely associated with ‘felt’ security. In their seminal work on belonging, Baumeister & Leary (1995) posited that the need to belong is a fundamental human need that drives human beings to form and maintain at least a minimum number of lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships. Satisfying this drive requires frequent positive personal contacts or interactions with the other person, and the perception that there is an interpersonal bond or relationship characterized by stability, affective concern, and continuation into the future [i.e. persistent caring] (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Individuals may experience a multiplicity of belonging (i.e. belonging in multiple relationships) and in relation to other individuals, groups, systems/nations, or to place (i.e. geographic) (Antonsich, 2010; Mahar, Cobigo, & Stuart, 2013; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Belonging also involves one’s social and economic locations (e.g. belonging to particular gender, race, class, nation, etc.) as well as one’s identifications and emotional attachments to collectivities and groups (e.g. ethnic, racial, cultural, religious) (Yuval-Davis, 2006). 
Within the child welfare system, belonging develops within the context of loving relationships and predictable, sensitive care, which in turn leads to ‘felt’ security (Frey et al., 2008).  As Yuval-Davis (2006, p. 204) alludes, at its basic level, “belonging is about emotional attachment, about feeling 'at home' and … about feeling 'safe'”. A strong sense of belonging has been linked to better social and psychological functioning (Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, & Early, 1996), and individuals with a greater sense of belonging tend to be better able to cope with stress, exhibit less depressive symptoms, and are less likely to use drugs and alcohol (Wilczyńska, Januszek, & Bargiel-Matusiewicz, 2015). Conversely, a low sense of belonging has been correlated with higher levels of mental and physical illness and a greater risk of behavioural problems (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Individuals with a lower sense of belonging or whose efforts to belong have been thwarted and thus feel excluded may tend to behave more aggressively and less pro-socially; thereby creating a viscous circle of further exclusion (Thau, Aquino, & Poortvliet, 2007). Both belonging and security in loving relationships are key to the emotional well-being of youth in foster care (Schofield, 2002).
[bookmark: Family][bookmark: SoBresearch][bookmark: Researchthemes]Following a review of the relevant literature on ‘felt’ security/sense of belonging as dimensions of permanency in relation to outcomes, several themes have become apparent. The first theme is that a sense of belonging may be a stronger predictor of successful outcomes post-care than ‘stability in foster care’ (Cashmore, 2006; Christiansen et al., 2012; Schofield et al., 2007). This is noteworthy as stability is commonly used as an outcome measure for the child welfare system in Ontario while a ‘sense of belonging’ is not. The second theme is that despite the privilege given to the legal permanency options of reunification, adoption and guardianship, it is possible for youth to achieve emotional permanency and a sense of belonging in long-term foster care depending on the extent the youth is willing and able to proclaim the foster family as his/her sole or dual family and the extent to which the foster family is willing and able to claim the youth and his/her biological family as ‘kin’ (Christiansen et al., 2012; Ellingsen, 2011; Hedin, 2012; Merritt & Franke, 2010). A third theme is that a youth’s ‘felt’ security/belonging is maximized when the worker and foster parent are clear and direct with the youth at the outset about the anticipated long-term nature of the placement so that the youth feels free to invest emotionally in the foster family (Cashmore, 2006; Christiansen et al., 2012). Finally, the literature suggests that developing a sense of belonging is a challenge for youth both in and aging out of care (Mulkerns & Owen, 2008; Samuels, 2009). For many youth, the feelings of loneliness upon exiting the system are compounded by feelings of not belonging, and attempts by youth to reconnect with their biological families to find where they belong do not always result in experiencing connectedness (Samuels, 2009).
[bookmark: Purpose]
[bookmark: _Toc483835955]Research Methodology:
[bookmark: _Toc483835956]Overview of Methodological Approach:
The starting point for my research was my observation that some youth transitioning to adulthood seemed to have a sense of belonging (either in their relationship with their long-term foster parents, through a renewal of their relationships with their biological or extended families, with friends, and/or with community) and tended to have relatively good outcomes. Although this observation could be approached from a positivist perspective by asking questions such as ‘what youth have a sense of belonging?’, and ‘what factors determine whether a youth has a sense of belonging?’, there is another level to this observation beyond the ‘what’ that cannot be reached using a positivist approach. To gain a deeper sense of this observation, I decided to look at the ‘how’ of this observation qualitatively by utilizing an interpretive approach to explore youth’s’ experience of belonging before, during, and after their transition to adulthood. This was accomplished with a grounded theory approach.
Grounded theory is a research method that aims “to explore basic social processes and to understand the multiplicity of interactions that produces variation in that process”(Heath & Cowley, 2004, p. 142). The exploration involves an ongoing reciprocity between data collection, analysis, and theory development (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). With its origins in Pragmatism and Symbolic Interactionism, Grounded Theory maintains that first, as phenomena are constantly changing in response to conditions, the research process must adapt accordingly, and second, that participants have agency in how they interpret and ultimately respond to those conditions, and to the consequences of their actions (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In grounded theory method, sensitizing concepts are concepts that draw attention to important features of social interaction and give the researcher a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching a topic (Bowen, 2006).  Sensitizing concepts are the initial ideas that serve as a starting point for research and lead the researcher to ask particular kinds of questions about the topic, thereby providing a loose frame of reference from which to base exploration (Charmaz, 2006). Using inductive reasoning, a researcher following the grounded theory method discovers patterns and themes in the data during the analysis (Bowen, 2006). According to Strauss & Corbin (1994), the primary goal of the grounded theory method is to generate theory that is “’conceptually dense’ – that is, with many conceptual relationships” (p. 278) and that reflect patterns of action and interaction between and among various types of social actors.  Good grounded theory is thick, clear in purpose, and well integrated (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). Unlike other research methods, which leave analysis until the end of the research process, in the grounded theory method data analysis begins as soon as the first bit of data is collected, and guides the next interviews and observations (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The process of theory generation continues until theoretical saturation is reached (i.e. the point where the theory generated explains every variation in the data) (McGhee, Marland, & Atkinson, 2007).  This process involves the use of ‘constant comparative analysis’ wherein the data gathered is coded into emergent themes or categories, and constantly revisited after the initial coding until it is clear no new themes are emerging (Hewitt-Taylor, 2001). 
Constant comparative analysis requires that these themes be ‘grounded’ in the data, however, there is some tension between the objectivist and constructionist schools of grounded theory method with regards to whether the data from participants and the generated theory exist as an objective ‘fact’ or whether data are created mutually from the interplay between participant and the researcher (Charmaz, 2006). One’s school of thought has an impact on research design including elements such as when to conduct the research review, the acknowledgement of the researcher’s influence on the process, and role of reflexivity. 
Based on my own thoughts with regards to epistemology, I adopted a constructionist view of the grounded theory method, following a path that is close to Strauss’ approach as described in Grounded Theory Research: Procedures, Canon, and Evaluative Criteria (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In order to become familiar with the literature and gain awareness of any gaps in the previous research on belonging, I conducted a review of the literature prior to collecting data. This review sensitized me to the reciprocal nature of belonging and the negotiation that it entails, and enabled me to design questions that explore these concepts. Acknowledging that my analysis will be unavoidably influenced by the mutuality of the research process and shaped by my prior understanding of belonging, assumptions, ideas, and position, I engaged in a process of reflexivity throughout my research in order to be mindful of my potential impact on the data (McGhee et al., 2007). Reflexivity requires making explicit our self-awareness of our own role as researchers and the decisions we make about who, what, and how we conduct research. One means of actualizing this was by using memo-writing, a technique wherein researchers write analytic notes to themselves. These notes capture comparisons and connections made, develop questions, increase the level of abstraction (Charmaz, 2006), and “help to ensure that categories are inductively derived from the data in the field and not forced into the shape of preconceived notions held by the researcher” (McGhee et al., 2007, p. 335).
[bookmark: _Toc483835957]Theoretical Perspective:
I approached my research design from a Life Course perspective. The Life Course perspective premises that individual lives are influenced by their historical context and that “developmental processes and outcomes are shaped by the social trajectories that people follow” (Elder, 1994, p. 5).  As Elder (1998) maintains, this relationship is reciprocal, in that developmental processes and outcomes, in turn, shape individual’s social trajectories. Life Course perspective is concerned with how people’s lives are influenced by their chronological age, relationships, life transitions, and the societal context in which they live (Hutchison, 2010); as such, it offers a way of studying the pathways people take through their lives. These pathways typically relate to the social trajectories of work, education, and family (Elder, 1998) and may be continuous or entail a variety of twists and turns. Concepts from the life course perspective, specifically turning points, linked lives, trajectories, life events, and agency and resiliency served as sensitizing concepts and provided a framework for my questions. For example, the question: 
“Thinking back to when you lived with ____, if you had a problem or concern, who would you go to for advice or help? What made you feel close to this person? How has this changed since you moved out (or turned 18)?” 
is drawn from the life course perspective concepts of linked lives and agency. 
[bookmark: _Toc483835958]Recruitment:
I recruited participants for this research study using purposive sampling involving both a targeted referral strategy as well as direct advertising. First, I approached Directors of two Children’s Aid Societies in southwestern Ontario to obtain their permission for agency participation in the study. Once permission was granted, I provided designates at both children’s aid societies with an introductory email and letter of information. Designates were asked to forward the email to children’s services workers who were working with youth that were on Continued Care and Support for Youth (CCSY) or had recently turned 21 years old and aged-out of CCSY. The introductory email described the nature of the study, and requested that workers provide the letter of information to any youth on CCSY. In addition, I provided designates with posters to be displayed in areas that may be frequented by the targeted group. These posters described the study and provided contact information. Youth were asked to call, text, or email the cell phone number or email address provided in the letter of information if they were interested in participating in the study or if they had any questions or concerns.
[bookmark: _Toc483835959]Participants:
All participants were former Crown Wards between the ages of 18 and 22 who were currently or previously on Continued Care and Support for Youth (CCSY). The CCSY program is a Ministry-mandated program wherein agencies provide a minimum living allowance and other supports to former youth with Crown Ward status who are between the ages of 18 to 21. Three of the participants identified as female and one as male, and all were Caucasian. Although none had any biological children, one participant (TheVoice[footnoteRef:1]) who was 21 and had transitioned out of care, was fostering one of her kin through the Children’s Aid Society. In terms of education, each had completed Grade 12 and had some post-secondary education or were planning to attend post-secondary. In terms of their foster care experience, the participants had been in care between 10 to 18 years (an average of 12 years) living in an average of five different foster homes during this time (ranging from 2 to 9 placements). Two of the participants were residing in their own living situation while the other two continued to reside with their foster parents. Each of the participants identified their current (or most recent) foster family as being home, having resided with their foster family from between 3 to 12 years (average of 8 years). [1:  This is a pseudonym. Participants selected pseudonyms to protect their anonymity.] 

[bookmark: _Toc483835960]Data Collection:
Prior to the interview, participants were provided with the Letter of Information/Consent and a copy of the interview guide. Interviews ranged from approximately one to two hours in length, and varied depending on the participant. Interviews occurred at a time that was convenient for each participant in accordance with his or her schedule. All interviews occurred in the general area of Southwestern Ontario. As the interviews were staggered in accordance with the tenets of grounded theory rather than being completed all on the same day, the specific locations varied depending on where the youth was residing. Interviews took place in public spaces that were agreeable to the youth and offered some vestige of privacy. Interviews were conducted by the student researcher and took place face-to-face in person using the general interview guide designed for the study. Participants were also asked to complete a one-page demographic questionnaire. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed by the student researcher.
[bookmark: _Toc483835961]Analysis
[bookmark: analysis]Data analysis commenced following completion of the first interview, using the constant comparative method (CCM) of data analysis originally described by Glaser and Strauss (1990) and further elaborated by Strauss & Corbin (1994). CCM involves a process of joint coding and analysis with the explicit purpose of generating a theory that is “integrated, consistent, plausible, close to the data – and at the same time is in a form clear enough to be readily, if only partially, operationalized for testing in quantitative research” (Glaser & Strauss, 2009, p. 102). The first step in CCM involves ‘qualitative coding’ wherein segments of the interview are studied and labelled in a manner that “simultaneously categorizes, summarizes, and accounts for” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43) the experience expressed in the segment. Analysis of the first interview proceeded on a paragraph-by-paragraph basis, a level of complexity that was deemed to be sufficiently detailed while not being overly burdensome (such as word-by-word coding). Utilizing the technique suggested by Turner (1981), each paragraph was numbered consecutively and explored to discover what concepts or categories could encompass the elements of the experience found therein. A spreadsheet program (Microsoft Excel) was utilized to organize concepts and their examples. This proved to be helpful as the software made it possible to scroll through the concepts easily while the search function enabled the researcher to find specific concepts or examples by typing in search words. Analysis continued until every relevant and/or significant element of the experience was logged. As the analysis continued, experiences were constantly compared and contrasted against each other and those that possessed similar features were labeled as the same concept (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). After the second interview, a spider diagram was developed which enveloped the rudimentary emerging elements of the theory into a visual representation. As further interviews were conducted, concepts with similar elements were grouped together while concepts of similar types were separated into categories, resulting in an ongoing process of comparing, linking, and separating. Concepts that appeared to form a group or cluster were cross-referenced on the spreadsheet and each experience was compared with previous experiences in the same interview and experiences in different interviews (Glaser & Strauss, 2009).  Additional categories were noted until the interview process was concluded, at which point abstract definitions were developed for the categories (Turner, 1981). While developing categories, attention was given to other potential categories that might also be related, and links between categories were noted (Turner, 1981). As linkages emerged, categories were collapsed into more general/abstract categories and a conceptual framework emerged (Stern, 1980). 
[bookmark: _Toc483835962]Ethics
This research study was completed in accordance with the McMaster University guidelines on ethical conduct for research involving humans. 
[bookmark: _Toc483835963]Limitations
A primary limitation of this study is its small sample size (only four participants), which prevented it from reaching theoretical saturation. The small sample size reflects both the difficulty in reaching relevant participants as well as issues with the timing of the study itself. First, due to the nature of the study, it was necessary to interview young adults who had experienced stability during care and had recently aged-out of care. Given that agency contact with young adults generally ceases at age 21 once they are discharged from care and there is no mechanism to remain in contact unless the young adult requests continued involvement, there was only a small subset of youth leaving care that was assessable to be interviewed. Furthermore, young adults that were both willing and available to take part in an interview made up an even smaller subset of this population. In general, this subset tends to be accessed repeatedly by researchers and Children’s Aid Societies’ wishing to “hear the voices of youth.” The size of this subset is out of proportion to its voice and the result is a small subset of young adults that speaks for the larger group. Second, it seems that the majority of the young adults who have experienced stability and are between the ages of 18 and 21 were also attending post-secondary education, and the timing of my interviews conflicted with studying and writing exams. Furthermore, some workers were hesitant to refer these young adults out of concern that answering the research questions might reopen old wounds and have a detrimental effect on their examinations. As a result of the inability to reach theoretical saturation, I was unable to reach the depth of analysis necessary to fully develop theory regarding belonging during the transition to adulthood.
Consequently, a primary suggestion for future research design would be to increase sample size until theoretical saturation could be achieved. This could be accomplished by ensuring that interviews take place between May and September when young adults are generally not attending school, by having youth that meet the research criteria ‘refer’ other youth to the study who also meet the criteria, and by soliciting participants from a greater number of children’s aid societies thereby broadening the sample. For the explicit purpose of expanding the current study in order to reach theoretical saturation, another approach would be to solicit participants from formal youth advocacy groups such as YouthCan and the Office of the Children’s Advocate. 
[bookmark: _Toc483835964]Findings and Discussion:
Five categories emerged from the data. The first category, Lack of Control was related to the emotional context of children as they are removed from their birth families and placed in foster care. The second and third categories, Realizing a Stable, Loving and Secure Home and Navigating Multiple Attachments each related to perceptual shifts that children in care experienced, provided that certain conditions were met. The fourth category, Gaining a Sense of Belonging related to the processes by which youth came to experience a sense of belonging. Finally, the fifth category, Successful Transition to Adulthood reflected properties that contributed to young adults experiencing successful outcomes during the transition to adulthood.
[bookmark: _Toc483835965]Lack of Control
One category that emerged was Lack of Control, which reflected how little control each young adult felt over their lives as children in the care of the children’s aid society. Youth spoke emotionally about the lack of control they felt during their time in care. Having a sense of control or mastery over one’s life as a whole enables an individual to cope with those particular life stresses that are beyond control whereas individuals that do not develop a sense of mastery may instead experience powerlessness or alienation (Rotter, 1966).  Properties associated with a Lack of Control included parentification/adultication, removal from parental home, judgement from others, and lack of information.
Parentification/adultication and the desire to continue exerting influence and control over one’s living situation presents challenges to children when they enter foster care. Many of these youth entered care after living in situations where they worked hard to exert influence over their environment, in order to have a sense of safety. Some youth spoke about taking on parenting roles in their birth homes; often striving to take care of younger siblings amidst difficult circumstances. For example, TheVoice talked about how she used to make her brother breakfast, using whatever food she could find in the house, when her mother was unable to get out of bed due to her depression. Often this ‘breakfast’ consisted of dry cereal with water, as they did not have any milk. In describing her caregiving role, TheVoice commented “I was already an adult from a young age”. 
A second property in this category was removal from parental home. The youths’ sense of having a lack of control commenced with their abrupt removal from their homes and their parents’ care, continued into their initial foster home placements, and culminated when they were each made crown wards and permanently removed from their parents’ custody. This sense of being out of control after being removed from the parental home pervaded many dimensions of their lives, such as education [“I had no control over which school I went to” (TheVoice], mental health [“I was forced to take meds that I didn’t want to take” (TheVoice)], the kind and degree of support they received, access with their parents, and where and with whom they would live. The lack of control and the emotional strain it posed is described by Rachel:
I really didn’t have too much power … I was a crown ward so CAS made most of my decisions, told me where to visit, when to visit, where to go, when to go. I think not having really too much say in the fact really ... [a heavy silence ensued] … I struggled with it”
While listening to this experience, I could hear the sadness in Rachel’s voice as recounting this lack of control took her back to an unhappy time in her life.
A third property of Lack of Control is judgement from others. In addition to feeling that they had little control over tangible areas of their lives, the young adults expressed how many intangibilities were also beyond their control. These included: the judgements others made about them based on preconceived notions of what it means to be a ‘foster kid’, the resulting stigmatization, and the laying bare of their very personal life stories. Kools (1997, p. 267) defines stigmatization as “the devaluation of one’s personal identity by others through biased assumptions, description or identification in negative, stereotypical terms, and behavioural expectations and treatment in accordance with these biases or labels”. Stigmatization can have a negative impact on one’s sense of self, interpersonal relationships, and the development of independence. Specifically, foster youth that have experienced stigmatization may have lowered feelings of self-worth, social isolation, a lack of family connection, low self-confidence, and a lack of future orientation. (Kools, 1997). The youth in my study described the school environment as being particularly problematic – they spoke about being bullied [“the older boys would make fun of me and my sister” (Jill)], having teachers evaluate them more stringently because they were foster kids, and being frequently suspended. In addition, a couple of youth spoke about how being in care made it difficult to access an appropriate educational setting without feeling they had to ‘prove’ themselves to the school administration:
They had to literally sit down at a table and decide whether I … was welcome [and] a good fit … they know I’m a foster kid and automatically, they think I’m a hooligan.
The perception of being treated differently because of being a ‘foster kid’ led TheVoice to guard her in-care status from certain teachers. Despite this effort, she felt that “everybody in my school knew I was a foster kid so that caused me a lot of conflict … and being treated differently.” 
A fourth property of a Lack of Control is lack of information. Youth expressed how they felt a lack of control over the amount and nature of personal information possessed by the Children’s Aid Society about them and shared with others while they were given little information themselves about their situation in care. As the Society is the legal guardian, information pertaining to a particular child in care may be shared with school officials, foster parents, therapists, family court judges, and others involved with the child in order to provide for their appropriate care, without the child’s consent or knowledge. Some of this information may be details that the children themselves are unaware of or not privy to (such as suspected sexual abuse or incidences of domestic violence between parents) or that they would not want anyone else to know due to shame or embarrassment (such as childhood enuresis or suicidal ideation). Even when information is not shared outside of the agency, intimate details of children’s experiences are documented in the case file; their lives “recorded in notes”, leading TheVoice to disclose “I felt like the CAS knew more about me than I did … I always felt like people know more [about me and my life] than me.”
For these young adults, the life event of being taken into foster care was a turning point that launched them on a different trajectory. This trajectory was further shaped by a cascade of additional life events such as a change in schools, change in recreation activities, change in residence, changes in personal habits, changes in friendships, and changes in the amount of family contact; changes that were unanticipated, atypical, and uncontrollable. This altered trajectory, which led several of the young adults down the pathway of school suspensions, issues with peers, risk-taking behaviour, and foster care disruption, could have ultimately led to placement in a group home or shelter, homelessness, dropping out of school, teen pregnancy, and addiction; in short, the negative outcomes discussed earlier. The fact that each of the young adults interviewed experienced good outcomes in spite of this life event, speaks to their resiliency and the presence of other turning points that changed their life trajectories for the better.
[bookmark: _Toc483835966]Realizing a Stable, Loving, and Secure Home
The naming of this category comes from TheVoice, who described the kind of home she hoped to provide for her foster son, the kind of foster home she experienced with her own foster parents. This category relates to attachment theory as developed by Bowlby (1969), particularly the idea of having a secure base and the notion of felt security. Each of the young adults in my study shared how they came to realize their foster home and foster parents as stable, loving, and secure. Several properties were associated with this category and reflected qualities of the foster parents: present and engaged, acceptance, and love and encouragement. 
Foster parents that were perceived as being present and engaged were not only aware of the child’s inner life but also expressed care about how the child was feeling. They were both physically and emotionally involved. Youth spoke about how foster parents were “there, always right there,” how “she could tell something was bothering me and she would try to pry it out of me,” and how “they always showed they cared.” Being present and engaged appears to be foundational to realizing a stable, loving, and secure home as none of the other characteristics could come to fruition unless the foster parent was physically present and emotionally engaged.
A second property associated with this category was acceptance, specifically the youth’s perception that the foster parents accepted them in spite of their behaviour. In their interviews, youth gave many examples of how their foster parents had an understanding of the motivation or rationale for their behaviour, even though they themselves were unaware. This capacity to separate behaviour from individual worth – to disapprove of the behaviour but not the child – contributed to the child feeling safe and valued as a person. As Jill commented, “every time I got into trouble, they didn’t treat me as a bad person.” For foster children that struggle to exert control over their environment, acceptance and understanding by foster parents are critical if there is any chance of developing a secure base. Although children in care have little control over where they go to live, they have absolute control over where they don’t live, and can engage in testing behaviours that appear designed to break down a placement. For example, TheVoice related how two years into her foster placement, she started testing her foster parents “and they still didn’t shove … still loved me … still wanted to keep me … that’s kind of when I settled in”. Similarly, TheWall shared how his foster parents responded to his testing behaviour and what it meant to him:
‘We're going to be here, we're not leaving you'. Because they felt that it was because they were leaving that I was always doing this. It slowed down after they told me that."
When foster parents were able to pass the test of a child’s self-sabotaging behaviours and not take it personally, it reaffirmed to the child that they mattered, they were worthy, and they were valued as a person. This further contributed to the child realizing a stable, loving, and secure home.
A third property associated with this category was love and encouragement and reflects the degree to which the child perceived that the foster parents offered affection and support. Youth spoke about experiencing love and encouragement from the time they first moved into the home, in the form of welcoming. For example, Jill happily remembered being shown to her new room and how “there were stars on the ceiling, a nice new bed with a stuffed animal” while TheVoice recollected how her foster parents gave her a silver locket with their picture in it as a welcome gift. Youth gave many examples of how their foster parents expressed love for them; verbally [“they always told me they loved me”(TheVoice)]; by noticeably worrying about them [“I know they feared for me … that I’d get pregnant at a young age”(Jill)]; and by protecting them [“if it wasn’t for them … protecting me through all that hard stuff … [they] just did everything they could”(Jill)]. In addition to offering love, youth also recounted numerous incidents of their foster parents giving them encouragement and cheering them on. For example, Jill described how her foster parents:
Always pushed me even when I told them I was stupid and can’t do it … they’d keep pushing me through school no matter what … they kept building me up.
Although this offer of love and encouragement may not have initially been believed or accepted, the consistent offering in itself, within the context of present and engaged foster parents who were understanding and accepting … who “never stopped loving me even when I hurt their feelings”(TheVoice) … had a restorative effect on their sense of self-worth and enabled the realization of a stable, loving, and secure home. 
[bookmark: _Toc483835967]Navigating Multiple Attachments
Another category that emerged from my study was the challenges youth faced in navigating multiple attachments to the birth family and their foster family. Similar to what children of divorce experience during a custody and access dispute (Elkin, 1987), children in care face a landscape of shifting relationships between the family they were born into and the family they were placed with. Successful navigation of these relationships results in children resolving any issues of divided loyalty, and feeling free to be attached to and identify as part of their foster family while maintaining a healthy connection to their birth family, according to their own terms. Properties of this category include influence of immediate birth family, influence of extended birth family, and influence of foster family. 
 The immediate birth family may exert either a negative or a positive influence on successful navigation. One negative influence occurs when the birth parent(s) pressure the child to be loyal to them alone and to reject the foster parents’ offers of affection or love. For example, Jill described how her mother “kind of started giving me trouble for trying to show them love” and how she would tell Jill and her sister that their foster parents were not good enough for them. Actively sabotaging the child’s attachment to the foster parents appears to originate from the birth parents’ fears that their child’s love is a limited quantity, believing that if the child expresses attachment to the foster parent, it means they no longer love them. Another negative influence on successful navigation occurs when birth parents reject the child by engaging in negative and hurtful behaviour during access visits. Jill spoke about the negative interactions she had with her mother during visits and how her mother would be mean to her, make fun of her, “and not really be a good parent.” Similarly, TheVoice disclosed how her relationship with her mother brought her a lot of sadness, and how she would be more upset and have more issues when she came back from visits. Perhaps an even greater negative influence occurs when parents withdraw from their relationship with their child by missing visits or ultimately terminating contact. Each of the youth in my study related how they were deeply affected by their parents’ gradual withdrawal from visiting them, and how it made them question if they were worthy of being loved. For Jill, this rejection translated into anger: 
When I was young and our parents would cancel our visits … I’d be so mad … I would bike ride all around … I’d even ride right past his house just to see if he was lying. Most times he was … he just didn’t want to see [me].
Rachel, whose mother accepted a no-contact order, felt betrayed and confused:
I of course, losing a mother, it was a little traumatic for me. But I was very confused because she had . . . betrayed me in a way that I never thought a mother should or would. And so I really really struggled with . . . am I supposed to be missing her? Am I supposed to be visiting her? How am I not to have any contact with my mother? My birth mother?
While a child may suffer from a loss of self-worth at this rejection, decreased contact with the birth parents may reduce the sense of divided loyalty, thereby facilitating attachment to the foster parents by default, provided that the child views the foster family as a safe, loving, and secure home. However, if the child experiences rejection from their birth family and does not see the foster family as a viable attachment alternative (essentially rejecting the foster family), the child will be left with no attachments, and may be at risk of developing an attachment disorder. 
Birth families, especially the extended birth family, can exert a strong positive influence on children’s ability to successfully navigate multiple attachments. Youth gave several examples where their parents accepted their foster parents’ relationship with them, held their foster parents in a positive regard, and expressed gratitude for the care they provided. This appeared more likely to occur once parents had resigned themselves to the children being in care, often after litigation had concluded and the children had been made Crown Wards. 
In cases where the birth parents engage in pressuring or rejecting behaviours, the extended birth family can play a critical role in getting children on track, by helping them to maintain a sense of connection to their roots while giving them permission to attach to their foster parents. TheVoice, who maintained regular visits with her aunt and grandmother, described how this relationship “made me feel like my family wanted a sense of connection with me … like I was still loved and cared about by them.” TheVoice further related how her extended family served an instrumental role in helping her to build her sense of identity and by answering questions she had about her mother in a manner that was open and honest, thereby helping her to overcome feeling rejected. When the extended family accepts the child’s relationship with the foster parents while continuing to maintain its connection with the child, it essentially gives the child permission to be attached to the foster parents as well as the birth family, increasing the likelihood of the child successfully navigating multiple attachments.
Foster parents can also exert both a positive or negative influence on successful navigation. In addition to the positive influence of providing a secure, stable, and loving home, foster parents exert a positive influence when they demonstrate an acceptance of the child’s need for a continued relationship with the birth family. This acceptance can be communicated by ‘including’ the birth family through formalized ‘inclusive fostering’ arrangements or informally by the foster parents facilitating access and building a positive working relationship with the birth family. Accepting the child’s need for a continued relationship can be very difficult for foster parents, particularly when the child has disclosed about the abuse and neglect they experienced or when the child acts out after visits, leading foster parents to feel anger towards the birth family and wanting to reduce access in order to protect the child. TheVoice illustrated this dynamic when she observed: “I guess they never really understood why I had a relationship with somebody that caused me so much emotional harm.” If foster parents are unable to manager their negative feelings towards the birth family and are unable to tolerate the child’s negative behaviour following visits, they are more likely to discourage access. This can take the form of putting in road blocks (such as suddenly being unable to transport the child to visits or supervise them), speaking disparagingly about the parents, or enticing the child to choose to spend time with the foster family instead of with the parents (such as scheduling fun family events to occur at the same time as visits, so that the child chooses the ‘fun’ event instead). By de-valuing the birth family and the child’s contact with them, the foster parent also de-values the child and negatively influences their successful navigation.
While the influence of the birth family and the foster family can make navigating multiple attachments easier or harder, the manner in which they are navigated is ultimately determined by the child. As Rachel experienced:
my grandmother really really tried her best to show me in any way that you can show a 7 year old that your family is not just blood, it's really who you make it to be.
Youth in my study gave many examples of how they demonstrated agency in navigating their multiple attachments. Some of the youth, such as Rachel, opted to cut off contact with particular members of their birth families who were a negative influence while maintaining a relationship with those who accepted them and their attachment to their foster parents. Other youth, such as TheWall, decided to keep a strong connection to both their birth family and their foster parents by using various strategies to keep the peace, such as not referring to the foster mom as “mom” during visits and avoiding talking about things that reminded the parents of how they were ‘taken’. Jill spoke about how her sister, who was initially placed with her, was unable to navigate having multiple attachments and rejected the foster parents, instead choosing loyalty to her mother and pressuring Jill to be loyal to her as well. Jill further noted “when my sister left, I found I could actually be myself” and was able to attach to her foster parents. 
[bookmark: _Toc483835968]Gaining a Sense of Belonging
Not surprisingly, the dominant category to emerge from the data was how youth had gained a sense of belonging. Properties associated with this category included family rituals, solidarity, family relationships, family identity, and family culture (Schofield, 2002). Youth’s interpretation of the significance of each property varied while the data suggested that family rituals and solidarity may have a formative influence on family relationships, family culture, and ultimately, gaining a sense of belonging. 
Belonging to a family meant participating in family rituals, in particular being welcomed to, and an integral part of, family events, rituals, and celebrations. The youth in my study each related numerous examples of how they had been included in the ‘life’ of the family. Being included started with the simple act of being invited (either with the rest of the family or as an individual) and involved events ranging from mundane occurrences such as dinner at grandma’s house to expensive and elaborate family vacations to Disneyland or the Tropics. TheWall described what impact this inclusion had on him:
I felt like their son pretty much. Because they took me on trips and all that. But my few other foster homes never would. They’d always send me to a different foster home when they went away.
The contrast between his perceived level of inclusion at his current foster home and his previous foster homes is striking in its effect on his sense of belonging. Being included as part of the foster family was particularly important at Christmas, which is usually a time of year where foster children feel the loss of their birth family most pointedly. Each of the youth described how they were included in Christmas celebrations and in one case where the foster parents created a new Christmas tradition in her honour. Being included is about being granted equal opportunity to take part in family life – the same opportunity granted to any other family member.
The property of solidarity, as conceptualized by Schofield (2002) is operationalized by the foster family recognizing the foster child as ‘kin’, with the same rights, privileges, and responsibilities as any other family member. Youth in my study experienced solidarity in terms of being treated “as their own” by both the foster family and the extended foster family during their time in care and into adulthood. Youth spoke about being treated as good as or better than the foster family’s biological children, and that “there wasn’t a favourite in the house, we were all favourites” (Jill). One of the tenets of solidarity is reciprocal trust and support wherein family members rely that each member will fulfill their promises, provide support, and reciprocate in turn. For example, Rachel described her adult foster sister “having me watch their home … just trusting me in ways that you could do with a family member, that you should be able to do with a family member.” 
The property of family relationships refers to the way in which the youth and foster parent identified themselves in terms of a familial relationship, and was operationalized in the idea of ‘claiming’ and ‘proclaiming’ family membership. This involved how youth, foster parents, and the foster family talked about the family and how the youth belonged with it. It involved the youth laying claim to their place in the family, and the family proclaiming the youth’s place in it (Christiansen et al., 2012; Frey et al., 2008). This was reflected in the use of family-centric labels, such as “mom” and “son” when speaking directly to one another, when thinking about each other, or when describing their relationship to others. Youth in my study expressed a strong sense of family relationship. While not every youth referred to their foster parents as “mom” or “dad” in face-to-face conversations, each of them described their relationship in terms of family: “I see her as a mom more than anything” (Rachel), and used those terms when describing their relationship to others. Most noticeable was the way in which the limiting prefix “foster” had been dropped from their vocabulary – no longer did they refer to their caregivers as foster mom and foster dad when describing their relationship but rather just ‘mom’ and ‘dad’. It was also evident that their foster parents referred to them in the same way. According to Christiansen et al. (2012), this act of claiming and proclaiming  family relationship is seen as a test, a demonstration, and/or a confirmation of a stronger affiliation to the youth and the foster parents. When discussing their family relationship, youth recounted the first time that they had called their foster parents ‘mom’ and ‘dad’, and how their foster parents’ had reacted by affirming their relationship. For example:
Just one day out of the blue I looked at them [and thought] "you are actually my parents, you're not just these people who brought me in to protect me from my own birth parents, you brought me in as your kid”, so from there I just started calling them mom and dad. …They were ... shocked as far as I can tell because they looked at me a little funny and kind of wanted to cry. … [I] wanted them to be my forever home, people that I could come back do when done college or have my things. (Jill)
Developing a family relationship did not happen overnight, but rather appeared to be a gradual cognitive and emotional process that resulted from successfully navigating multiple attachments (thereby reducing any feeling of guilt for calling the foster parents ‘mom and dad’), feeling included, and being treated as kin. 
The property of family identity reflects the extent to which youth identified as, and was identified by others as, belonging to a particular family. Family identity links both relationship belonging (as reflected in the family relationship dimension), and place belonging (feeling at home in a particular neighbourhood, community or location). Being seen as part of a particular family by the community legitimizes a youth’s sense of belonging – adding objective reinforcement to their subjective reality. Youth gave numerous examples of how their local community acknowledged them as belonging to their foster family. For example, TheVoice described how: 
I felt very safe, it was a very safe environment. I always felt at peace being there. … I felt very accepted . . . actually, and I think most of them knew I was a foster kid too but I felt very accepted. 
As Antonsich (2010) points out, to feel ‘at home’ in a place is both a personal and social matter, as belonging requires negotiating the boundary separating one from the other and/or us from them . . . what is termed “the politics of belonging” (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Belonging entails two opposite sides: a side that claims belonging and a side that has the power of granting belonging through an ongoing process of negotiation. Belonging must be reciprocal – not only must the youth feel they belong with the foster family, but the foster family must also feel the youth belongs with them, and accepts them, in a shared identity (Schofield et al., 2007). Family identity reflects the role of the neighbourhood and community in this dynamic.
A final property is family culture. This property involves how youth ‘adopted’ the values, norms, and expectations of their foster family. Examples of shared values cited by youth in my study included positive values, such as honesty, working hard, being responsible, and keeping commitments as well as moral prohibitions against pre-marital sex and co-habitation. Shared norms included working (as opposed to being on social assistance), making family a priority (as opposed to putting oneself first), and graduating high school (as opposed to dropping out). Shared expectations included pursuing a post-secondary education, and giving back to the community. For the youth in my study, examples of how they had adopted their foster families’ cultures were intertwined with examples of how they had disowned those of their birth families. For example, Jill related how:
If I chose my mom, my birth mom over my parents, I would have become pregnant at a young age . . .  the outcome would have been completely different.  I wouldn't have done college, I wouldn't even have graduated from high school because my mom wouldn't force me to . . . because she doesn't understand how education affects people nowadays.
Most youth described how they looked to their birth families’ culture as an object lesson in what ‘not’ to do in order to be a successful adult or parent. Although the adoption of a shared family culture may not be inevitable, it does appear to be encouraged by the presence of the other properties of belonging.
Being included in family rituals and experiencing solidarity through being treated as one of the family supported the development of close familial relationships, thereby creating a sense of belonging. Youth’s subjective sense of belonging was legitimized by objective reality when neighbours and the local community identified them as belonging to the family. Finally, sense of belonging was perpetuated by the development of a shared family culture wherein youth adopted the norms, values, and expectations of their foster families. 
Youth expressed feeling fortunate that they were able to belong to the foster family and were appreciative of the opportunity given them by foster parents who went above and beyond their expectations. Jill expressed this appreciation:
They didn't have to take us kids on. They didn't have to be foster parents, they chose to be. And they didn't have to be half of what they were. So I hope that one day I can be at least somewhat what they'd be. 
This appreciation was particularly noted around transition points, where the foster family literally and figuratively stood in the place vacated by the birth family. Rachel described the importance of having her foster family there for her grade eight graduation: 
What greatly impacted me was the sense of a real family, you know, having the ideal mother, brothers, dad, sister. Just having that . . . so picture-perfect frame made me feel as though I am a real normal kid. I don't have a cracked-up mother or an alcohol abusive father. I have a normal family for once and I think that's what made me feel as if I was normal and I belong with them. Because I am a normal kid, I guess.
The feeling of normalcy that comes from belonging to a family had a positive impact on youth’s self-worth, and resiliency. Youth contrasted their experience with that of their siblings who were unable to manage multiple attachments, underwent repeated placement breakdowns, and who continued down the trajectory established by their birth family.
Although each youth in my study demonstrated a strong sense of belonging to their foster families, there was an underlying awkwardness  – almost like a residual sense of ‘otherness’ that possibly came from not being biologically related, and which would occasionally be expressed to the foster parents. For example, Rachel recounted going to her paternal foster grandmother’s funeral:
There was a time at the funeral where,  you know, immediate family sits up at the front during the service . . . I wasn't sure where I stood in a situation like that, so I had sat at the back with my foster aunt and uncle. After the funeral, they had come up to me. . . 'why did you sit back there?' I said 'I wasn't really sure where I should sit, seeing as it was immediate family.', he [foster father] said ' what do you think you are?'  So, um . . . I think that showed me that he really does feel I'm one of his, even though it's his mother that just passed away. I think little things like that just definitely shows that it is mutual, reciprocal feelings. I've never really experienced anything with them that showed me otherwise. 
When foster parents’ acknowledge this awkwardness and reaffirm that youth are indeed, not just family but ‘immediate family’, youth’s sense of belonging is reinforced.
[bookmark: _Toc483835969]Successful Transition to Adulthood
The young adults in my study had similar positive outcomes in their transitions to adulthood in terms of normative life experiences, educational success, and levels of emotional support and connection. Each placed a high importance on education and were planning to attend, attending, or had completed post-secondary education. These outcomes place them within the ‘moving on’ group of young adults leaving care described by Stein (2008) above. The category Successful Transition to Adulthood was comprised of three properties: agency in relationships, extended transition, opportunities for self-efficacy, and strength in adversity.
Agency in relationships reflects how the agency that youth developed in successfully navigating multiple attachments within the context of gaining a sense of belonging empowered them to create healthy and harmonious relationships with their birth and foster parents as adults. The transition to adulthood marked a turning point in terms of these relationships. 
Turning 18 meant that these young adults were no longer considered children by the Child and Family Services Act and the Children’s Aid Society, freeing them from prior terms and conditions regarding access. The young adults described the agency that arose from being able to dictate the degree and nature of contact with their birth parents without the constraints imposed by the Society. As Rachel recounted:
I’m allowed to not talk to my family when I want to, I’m allowed to tell them whatever I want to say without feeling like I’m going to hurt somebody’s feelings.
This new-found agency contrasted with the lack of control over access experienced prior to adulthood, when the Society and the courts determined the frequency, duration, location, and participants involved in access. In addition to being able to control access, being a fully-grown adult also brought with it a sense of physical safety during access; for example, TheWall commented:
Now I’m an adult. It shows that I can freely go to my parents and not feel afraid that they’re going to do something.
 For some youth, re-negotiating their relationship with their birth parents also presented an opportunity for the birth parents and young adult to begin redressing some of the past emotional wounds, such as birth parents withdrawing from access, and to start re-building their relationship. Despite having a troubled relationship in the past, some birth parents became emotional and instrumental supports to the young adults, such as providing a place to stay or having them over for meals.
Despite their agency in negotiating their relationships, some young adults felt conflicting emotions regarding their birth parents’ presence in their lives, expressing how occasionally this connection could be a hindrance especially in cases where the young adult still felt a sense of responsibility for the birth parents. For example, Jill related how “I’ll drop everything just to help … even if that puts me in a bad place.” These young adults utilized the support of their foster parents to help them with this dilemma, who provided them with a sense of perspective, such as reminding them that they are not the parent and are not responsible for their birth parents.
Transitioning to adulthood also entailed a re-negotiation of the young adults’ relationship with their foster parents. Whereas the family relationship had previously been based on parent-child dynamics, the young adults related how the relationship had changed to reflect their new status as adults. Despite being equal in terms of status, the young adults continued to acknowledge and respect their foster parents’ authority. The young adults described how this relationship started changing during late adolescence, a period of time that Jill recounts as “trying to be an adult but … acting like a young teenager” and where parental authority collided with her sense of being grown up enough to do what she wants. In relating their struggles for autonomy during late adolescence, these young adults recounted experiences that were refreshingly ‘normal’ and within the range of adolescent behaviour and parental response that one would expect in a typical family. Even in instances where the parental response could be described as ‘tough love’, such as kicking a youth out for not following the rules, young adults acknowledged being given the opportunity to make amends and return home, and saw it as a natural consequence of their disobedient behaviour rather than a rejection. The young adults’ desire to have a more reciprocal relationship with their foster parents and to be treated as adults was reflected in their efforts to ‘act’ like adults. This was evident in behaviours such as keeping commitments made to their foster parents, expressing appreciation for their ongoing support, and by providing reciprocating support and physical assistance to their foster parents, such as helping out with household chores that their foster parents were no longer able to do themselves. Interspersed through these young adults’ accounts of this changing relationship was a continued desire to make their foster parents proud through their accomplishments and their efforts.
The change in relationships with their birth parents and foster parents had some impact on the degree of closeness young adults felt with the foster parents. Whereas most youth reported feeling closer emotionally despite being further apart geographically, TheWall found that having a re-negotiated and renewed relationship with his birth family coupled with having his own car, led to him being closer to his birth family while regretfully feeling that he was growing apart from his foster mother. 
Another property of Successful Transition to Adulthood is an extended transition. Gaining a sense of belonging gave the young adults a chance to have an extended transition to adulthood, created the perception and the realization of a ‘safety net’ being in place, and increased the availability of support and their willingness to utilize it.
The young adults in my study had a transition to adulthood more akin to their cohorts in the normative population than to the majority of youth leaving care in terms of timing. Although legislatively, young people become adults at age 18 in Canada and can vote or be tried as adults, societal and symbolic norms (such as gaining full-time employment, living independently, getting married, and having children) that traditionally signified adulthood are largely being delayed until the mid to late twenties (Gaudet, Policy Research Initiative (Canada), & Depository Services Program (Canada), 2007). 
Several social and economic realities have contributed to this extended transition to adulthood. First, more young people are attending post-secondary and for longer periods (Clark, 2010).  Second, a steep rise in tuition fees and student debt means young people are increasingly financially reliant on their parents and may feel unready for the other markers of adulthood such as marriage and home-ownership (Clark, 2010).  Finally, young people entering the work force find a predominance of part-time and/or temporary jobs, creating a feeling of economic insecurity and contributing to many young people delaying moving out on their own (Clark, 2010). 
While the timing of the transition to adulthood for the young adults in my study was extended, most youth leaving care find a transition that is abrupt and one directional (Stein, 2008) and where they are “under pressure to do more, sooner, and with fewer internal and external resources than their peers” (University of Victoria et al., 2007).  Unlike the young adults in my study, who have had the opportunity to move back and forth from living on their own to residing with family, most youth leaving care generally do not have the option of returning to their foster home once they leave and are discharged from care. Given their lack of opportunity to vary the timing of their transition to adulthood, most youth leaving care are at a disadvantage in their capacity to respond to these social and economic realities. Gaining a sense of belonging gave the young adults in my study the chance to respond to these realities by extending the timing of their transition to adulthood, resulting in a timing of transition that is similar to their cohorts.
A second property of a Successful Transition to Adulthood is opportunities for self-efficacy. The extended transition to adulthood provided greater opportunities to develop a sense of self-efficacy during expected role transitions, for example, entering the work force, or leaving home, by creating the perception and the realization that a ‘safety net’ is in place. Self-efficacy refers to one's belief in one's ability to succeed in specific situations or accomplish a task (Bandura, 1977). By virtue of their sense of belonging, the young adults in my study felt they had both the right to ask their foster parents for support and the realistic expectation that support would be provided, thereby building the perception that they would be successful. It was not a question of “will they help me?” but rather “how will they help me?” The young adults were able to ask for help without fearing rejection and without worrying whether it was their place to ask. The young adults described instances where support or assistance was provided without even having to ask, as their foster parents and the extended foster family were present and engaged in the young adults’ lives and were cognizant of their needs. Much like how an acrobat uses a net while practicing a new routine, having a sense of belonging provided the young adults with the anticipation that a safety net will be there for them if they ‘fall’, thereby giving them the freedom to experiment with adulthood, attempt new skills, have diverse experiences, and take chances. This anticipation became reality when they inevitably fell and the safety net was there to catch them, both keeping them from hitting the ground and boosting them up.
A key factor in the provision and utilization of a safety net and its associated supports was the philosophical perception of adulthood as being a time of interdependence as opposed to independence, a perception that was perhaps shared by both the young adults and their foster parents. This perception contrasts with that of the child welfare system which generally defines adults as being independent, self-sufficient, and autonomous at the time of leaving care, a perception which Propp, Ortega, & NewHeart (2003) critique as not reflecting how life actually works and what studies have shown leads to psychological health. 
Unlike most youth leaving care, the young adults in my study were not given the message that they must be self-sufficient, mature, independent adults by 18 years of age or 21 at the latest. Instead, they were sheltered, protected, encouraged, and supported to take on adult roles at their own pace, and were even actively discouraged from taking on adult roles and responsibilities for which their foster parents felt they were unready. Needing help and asking for help were not seen as failures, moral weaknesses, or signs of immaturity. Instead, needing help was treated simply as part of growing up and getting help was seen as an entitlement that came with belonging to a family and the community. Viewing adults as interdependent rather than independent enabled the young adults to be okay with asking for help when they needed it, rather than feeling they had to ‘go it alone’ in order to be perceived as an adult by their foster parents. 
The final property of this category was strength in adversity. Gaining a sense of belonging, in particular through the realization of a secure, loving, and stable home, empowered the young adults in my study to find the strength to persevere in their aspirations in spite of the adversity they experienced in their lives. For the purposes of this study, strength in adversity equates to resiliency, defined as “qualities that foster a process of successful adaptation and transformation despite risk and adversity.” (Benard, 1995, p. 2) Studies by Rutter (1985) and Garmezy (as cited in Hawley & DeHaan, 1996) have found that gaining a sense of belonging acts as a protective factor for positive development in that it serves as a buffer between an individual and stressful life events thereby altering or reversing expected negative outcomes. Belonging, in other words, can be seen as a way finder that helps an individual to acquire and maintain the desired life trajectory during times of adversity, thereby contributing to successful outcomes. The protective aspects of belonging relate to caring and connectedness, specifically adolescents’ experience of being “connected to at least one caring, competent adult in a loving, nurturing relationship.” (Resnick, Harris, & Blum, 1993, p. S6) As described above, the young adults in my study were linked in a web of positive adult relationships, and gave many examples of how these caring connections had helped them through stressful situations and kept them on track. 
Including both aspects of buoyancy and bouncing-back, resilience has been described as entailing normal development under difficult circumstances (Gilligan, 1997). In addition to acting as a protective factor, gaining a sense of belonging fosters resiliency in three ways: by providing a secure base, building self-esteem, and creating a sense of self-efficacy. First, gaining a sense of belonging fosters resiliency by providing a secure base which encourages and renders safe exploration of the wider world (Bowlby, 1969). This secure base is established through the realization of a stable, loving, and secure home and the creation of supportive social networks as developed through family solidarity and family identity. Second, gaining a sense of belonging fosters resilience by building youths’ self-esteem. Gilligan (1997) defines self-esteem a sense of worthiness and competency that is reflected in how youth compare ‘how they are’ to ‘how they would like to be’. Gaining a sense of belonging builds self-esteem through the presence of secure and harmonious family relationships and by providing the supports that enable youth to succeed in accomplishing valued tasks (Gilligan, 1997). Finally, gaining a sense of belonging fosters resilience by strengthening youth’s sense of self-efficacy. Also known as ‘self-directedness’, the term refers to one’s beliefs about what one is capable of accomplishing and feeling that what one does makes a difference (Stein, 2005). Gaining a sense of belonging strengthens self-efficacy by providing safe opportunities to plan, solve problems and feel competent, and by helping to develop self-awareness (Stein, 2005).
The young adults in my study each experienced more than their share of adversity during their lives, such as being exposed to abuse and/or neglect in their birth families, being taken into care, having placements disrupt and break down, and being stigmatized for being in-care. In spite of adverse life events, these young adults demonstrated resiliency and achieved successful outcomes. According to Benard (1995), resiliency manifests itself through a feeling of autonomy, a sense of purpose, hopes and dreams for the future, and a desire to make a difference by helping others. 
The young adults’ feeling of autonomy was associated with their perception of the meaning of adulthood, which differed from previous studies of youth leaving care wherein youth indicated that being an adult was tied to self-sufficiency and ‘being able to take care of yourself’. (Goodkind, Schelbe, & Shook, 2011; Horrocks, 2002; Propp et al., 2003) For the young adults in my study, being an adult meant, “making the right choices” and learning from failure. Similarly, it also meant making decisions … “who you’re going to let in your life, who’re you going to let influence your decisions … having the maturity to decide what’s best for you and just you.” Rather than framing adulthood as self-sufficiency, the young adults viewed the meaning of adulthood as being tied to agency and self-efficacy, even if/when that decision-making resulted in the young adults needing others to take care of them. In addition to feeling free to utilize the support of their foster parents, they were also empowered to seek a wide range of formal community supports such as counselling, budgeting workshops, and food programs. Although most young adults in my study felt that they had not yet achieved adulthood yet whatever its meaning, they perceived they were on their way there, however some, such as TheWall, acknowledged that being an adult was not what they thought it would be:
I wanted to be an adult so bad. And then now I’m here, it’s like “ugh, this is adulthood. It’s not as great as I want it to be.” 
A second way that resilience manifests itself is through having a sense of purpose. When asked about what gives their lives purpose, the young adults had a clear sense of purpose in mind and each were able to identify something that gave their lives meaning. Jill found purpose in her daily struggle to succeed, despite being on disability, and a desire to grow, not just survive. TheVoice’s sense of purpose revolved around serving others by volunteering and by parenting her foster son for whom she was caring on behalf of a family member. TheWall described his sense of purpose as being to create his own future by taking account of his past and moving forwards. Finally, Rachel’s sense of purpose came from overcoming adversity and:
proving everybody wrong. Those who really thought that I’d turn out to be a statistic. … I’m one of the only three in my entire family … who’s made it to university. …I think that’s what has given my life purpose … is to be successful …  to be the one that they are proud of.
Her ability to adapt to adversity in ways that are productive and to have a sense of purpose reflects resilience.
A third way in which the young adults’ resilience manifests itself is through having hopes and dreams for the future. Hope involves the perception that one will achieve one’s desires if given a chance. Hope helps youth to overcome barriers and is linked to positive expectations and self-efficacy (Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 2010). When asked where they saw themselves in the future, the young adults each related some positive expectation or future dream that they hoped would come to fruition. Jill’s hopes and dreams involved marrying her boyfriend, starting a family, and having her own place. TheVoice dreamed of having a role within the Children’s Aid Society as a volunteer helping other children in care and continuing to parent her foster son. TheWall anticipated that he would be completing college whereas Rachel hoped to be finished her undergraduate degree, looking for work, and starting her Master’s Degree. Each young adult had hopes and dreams for the future and felt positive about his or her ability to realize them.
Finally, resilience was manifested in the desire to make a difference through helping others, what Benard (1995) refers to as ‘critical consciousness’ – the reflective awareness of the structures of oppression and creating strategies for overcoming them. The young adults in my study each expressed a desire to give back to their community, however they defined it, and were engaged in volunteer work through their local children’s aid society. Their involvement ranged from participating in youth panels to sitting on a youth advisory committee reporting to a board of directors. In particular, emphasis was given to educating staff and foster parents about “what works” and serving as an inspiration to other children and youth in foster care. 
Gaining a sense of belonging served as both a protective factor and a mechanism through which resilience could be fostered by providing a secure base, building self-esteem, and strengthening self-efficacy. Each of the young adults in my study manifested resiliency through a feeling of autonomy, sense of purpose, hopes and dreams for the future, and a desire to help others.
[bookmark: _Toc483835970]Conclusion and Implications for Social Work Practice
These findings emphasize the importance of a sense of belonging to creating positive outcomes for young adults during their transition to adulthood. This research suggests that outcomes for youth could be improved by implementing policies and practices designed to strengthen children and youth’s sense of belonging and the requisite conditions. Although these recommendations reflect best-practice approaches that may already be in place in some agencies, it would be helpful if they were enshrined in policy and procedures and their purpose made more explicit (i.e. to promote a sense of belonging).
First, agencies should develop policies that directly promote the realization of a stable, secure, loving home. This could include offering experiential training for foster parents regarding the life events of children in care in order to create empathy for the adversity that they have experienced, and develop acceptance and understanding of their behaviour. This could be further bolstered by linking foster parents with mentors, other experienced foster parents who have demonstrated acceptance and understanding, and who have supported youth to gain a sense of belonging. These mentors could help foster parents maintain a sense of perspective when children and youth engage in testing behaviour. 
Second, agencies should assist children and youth to learn how to navigate their multiple attachments by providing the opportunity for foster parents and birth parents to get to know one another, making it less likely that children and youth feel a need to choose between them. This could be done on a formal basis through inclusive fostering agreements or informally such as inviting the biological family over for dinner. 
Third, agencies need to be cognizant of the significant role that the extended family, both birth and foster, can play in providing multiple supports and offering differing life perspectives to children and youth. Agencies should include these extended family members when making decisions for and with children and youth. 
Fourth, agencies should develop policies that formalize the expectation that connections between youth and their foster parents will be maintained in some form even when the foster placement breaks down. The amount and type of contact would need to be negotiated between the youth and foster parent with worker support and assistance. In situations where the breakdown was traumatic, the worker should assist the foster parent and youth to process their feelings together and reconcile their relationship so that some connection can be maintained. 
Fifth, as gaining a sense of belonging is more about having an emotional rather than a biological connection, workers should not assume that children will gain a sense of belonging just because they are placed with kin. Workers need to assess kin placements on an individual basis to ensure that the requisite conditions for belonging are being met, and that the children are fully included in family rituals and treated as immediate family. 
Sixth, agencies should review current policies, procedures, and practices with an eye towards removing or revising those that hinder children and youth in gaining a sense of belonging, and implement those that support its acquisition. For example, practices that continually remind children of their ‘foster’ status and set them apart from other children in the foster family could be modified in order to be more normalizing. This is particularly important for children and youth with crown ward status. For example, workers could include the foster family’s biological children when reviewing rights, focusing on those rights that apply to all children. Ultimately, if agencies’ expect foster parents to treat their foster children as if they are part of the family, then agencies must also grant foster parents the parental autonomy and authority to make decisions in the same manner they would for their biological children. 
Finally, in order to support youth leaving care who have not gained a sense of belonging, the province and local children’s aid society must take an active role in ensuring that these youth have access to the equivalent logistical, instrumental, and emotional supports as their cohorts in the normative population. One initial step in achieving this goal would be to raise the cut-off for Continued Care and Support for Youth to age 25, thereby offering at least some semblance of an extended transition to adulthood.

[bookmark: _Toc483835971]Directions for Future Research
The findings suggest that potential connections may exist between the five categories. The first category “lack of control” was related to the emotional context of children as they are removed from their birth families and placed in foster care. The second and third categories, “realizing a stable, loving, and secure home” and “navigating multiple attachments” each appeared to relate to perceptual shifts that children in care experienced subsequent to coming into care, provided that certain conditions were met. These perceptual shifts appeared to be pre-requisites for the category “gaining a sense of belonging,” particularly the properties “family rituals” and “solidarity” which in turn seemed to have a formative influence on “family relationships.” The direction and strength of these connections would need to be further explored using a more quantitative research approach. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the potential interaction between the various categories.
Overall, the experiences of these young adults suggest that gaining a sense of belonging may be foundational to a successful transition to adulthood, especially when success is defined in terms of interdependence rather than independence. If so, then gaining a sense of belonging may be a contributing factor to successful outcomes post-care rather than merely a predictor as hypothesized in previous research. 
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Figure 1: Belonging in Transition
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